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INTRODUCTION
Underage thinkers want to participate fully as
information-literate adults. How can we welcome them into the
world of research and effectively show them how to build
responsibly on what they already know? At the University of
Virginia Library we have developed a customizable tool that
illustrates how information is created and quickly facilitates
meaningful engagement. Instead of cramming all the basics of
library or information literacy instruction into a single session,
we’ve become advocates for less-is-more curriculum design.
As members of a pilot project to develop information
literacy instruction for undergraduate students at the University
of Virginia, we have developed a hands-on “Source Deck” of
cards that allows us to create learning opportunities that don’t
rely on access to the library website. This tool has the added
benefit of engaging students and enhancing their grasp of core
threshold concepts in the Framework for Information Literacy
for Higher Education (Association of College & Research
Libraries, 2015).

two key concepts, and work to develop them in-depth. The idea
of threshold concepts has helped us greatly and we have worked
to incorporate them in our instruction. Our sessions are outlined
using backward design. We begin by asking, “What is an
essential research-related concept that, once understood,
transforms the way a student sees the world, reveals new
connections, carries new language, and is unlikely to be
forgotten?”
In building our sessions around an identified threshold
concept, we have fundamentally changed the content and
delivery of our class sessions. We know that although we are
not telling students everything they need to know about the
library—most of which they would forget—we are giving them
a foundation for further learning.

We have detailed three interactive lessons we have
used to help undergraduate students acquire threshold concepts,
each designed to work within the ACRL draft Framework for
Information Literacy for Higher Education. Using our Source
Deck, we’ll outline how one tool can be adapted to meet
learning outcomes from three frames: 1) Information Creation
as a Process; 2) Information Has Value; and 3) Scholarship as
a Conversation.

The ARCS Model of Instructional Design (Keller,
1987), emphasizes attention, relevance, confidence, and
satisfaction as the cornerstones of instructional success. ARCS
is threaded throughout our information literacy pilot, but is
especially evident in the lesson, lecture, and activities that
support the Source Deck. Our focus is on student acquisition of
learning outcomes through an approachable, engaging class
session. The ARCS Model allows us to plan and execute a class
session based on student success, and the Source Deck provides
the flexibility to adapt a session once it has already begun. We
enter every library session with a toolkit: the ARCS Model; the
Source Deck and Publication Timeline; and our clearly defined
learning objective. Developing this toolkit has given us a new
approach to balancing theory, practice, and innovation.

OVERVIEW

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER

When asked to teach a one-shot library session, we
begin by discussing learning outcomes with the course
instructor. In order to avoid giving students too much
information in a flood of facts, we narrow our focus to one or

The Source Deck is both a physical deck of cards
consisting of images of thematic information sources and their
corresponding citations, and a slideshow presentation of the
same information. All sources—academic and popular, current
and historic—relate to a particular recent event that we have
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chosen to resonate with first-year students. For the 2014–2015
academic year, our Source Deck comprised information
relating to the events in Ferguson, Missouri.

Figure 1: Source Card #15

Figure 2: Source Card #2

magazines, scholarly journal articles and books, and reference
publications. Presenting source types chronologically helps
students contextualize their topics while emphasizing the
iterative nature of publication and researching: Ferguson
happened recently enough that it wouldn’t yet be covered in
academic literature, but scholarly discussions of the 1992 Los
Angeles riots can give perspective on Ferguson, which can in
turn help explain the events unfolding in Baltimore at the time
of this LOEX Conference. Much of what we present in the
Timeline could be considered “common sense”; however it
provides students with a framework for organizing what they
already know about sources, as well as a framework for
thinking about the best place to get or access information.
Beginning with an intended learning outcome, we use
the Source Deck to plan an activity that gives students the
opportunity to demonstrate their familiarity with the concept to
be covered. We outline below three activities that we have
developed: one for citations, one for source evaluation, and one
for contextualizing student research topics. Each activity pairs
with between one and three learning outcomes, which were
developed to align with frames from the Framework for
Information Literacy for Higher Education.
Using Information Ethically – Citation Exercise

The Publication Timeline is a brief interactive
presentation that we use as a prelude to many Source Deck
activities. Given that relevancy is the second component of the
ARCS model, relating directly to learners’ motivation, we
introduce the Timeline at the opening of class to make the
concepts that we will cover relevant to the student experience.
As an introduction, this illustrates how the session will be useful
in the future, why it is worth paying attention to, and how
students can use their existing skills to build on the concepts
they learn in the class. Per the first component of the ARCS
Model, the Timeline begins with an attention-grabbing
anecdote before taking students through the process by which
an event is processed, presented, and published in different
formats.
Using an event such as Ferguson as an example, the
Timeline lecture identifies different source formats and
explains how the content of each format changes, emphasizing
how published information can become more complete and
reliable over time. The Timeline covers content from social
media, general internet sources, broadcast news, newspapers,
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Citations are precisely formatted strings of code that,
despite students’ common perceptions, are not just confusing or
complicated formalities or flourishes that professors require in
written work. Citations are, of course, useful tools for finding
information, and now that the students are scholars, they need
to know how to create and use them. In addition, they are now
expected to show how they have participated in the
conversation on this topic by acknowledging collaborators and
allowing others to follow their footsteps. We prefer to do this
activity at the beginning of a class session. Like the other
exercises we have designed, this citation exercise supports
student confidence. Students are able to demonstrate success
immediately (“Did I get it?”) while perceiving that success as a
direct result of the effort that they put forth.
1.

ACRL Frame: Information Has Value

2.

Learning Outcomes:

3.

a.

Know how to use a citation

b.

Crafting a citation

Activity Instructions:
a.

You each have your own Source Card. For this
activity you’ll be working in pairs. Without letting
your partner view your Source Card, you’ll
describe the source—using any information on
the card—while your partner tries to find an exact
match. At the University of Virginia, we teach
with an iPad cart and have students use iPads
during this exercise.
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i.

Step 1: Find a partner

ii.

Step 2: Keep your Source Card to yourself

iii. Step 3: Person 1 describes their source, while
person 2 tries to find it
iv. Step 4: Person 2 describes their source to
person 1
b.

4.

ii.

How would you use this in a paper?
(Background? Example/Quote? Argument?
Theory/Method/Framework?)

iv. Would you feel comfortable citing it?
c.

4.

Understanding Information – Source Evaluation Exercise
Students often have an unstructured view of
information. The Source Evaluation exercise asks them to place
sources in context. In this exercise, students build confidence as
they evaluate sources. When completed in small groups, this
exercise generates conversation and provides feedback that is
not judgmental or threatening. When using this exercise in
class, we place it after the Publication Timeline lecture, which
helps to provide students with a framework and vocabulary for
discussing and evaluating their Source Cards. Although the
evaluation prompts arise from BEAM (Bizup, 2008), we do not
explicitly or formally introduce students to BEAM.

What type of source is this? (Popular?
Primary? Newspaper? Book?)

iii. Where would you find or locate it?

Students should be given 15 to 25 minutes for this
activity. As you circulate around the classroom,
you will be able to observe students’ progress.
You will also be able to take note of their
searching skills and their comfort with finding
information. You will then be able to tailor the
rest of your session to addressing the particular
needs of the class.

Assessment: We use formative assessment methods
for this activity—while students are describing and
finding, we check in with each student pair to evaluate
their progress and success. Another opportunity for
assessment can occur once students have finished. The
instructor can bring the students back together as a
class and ask for examples of the easiest and/or most
challenging sources to find.

i.

Students should be given 15 to 20 minutes for this
activity. We advise circulating throughout the
classroom to keep track of group progress. Some
groups will finish before others and we
recommend bringing students back together as a
class early, rather than giving students time to get
off-task.

Assessment: Using formative assessment, we circulate
through the classroom, checking in with each small
group. Talking with and listening to groups as they
discuss their Source Cards allows us to evaluate
student comfort, knowledge, and skills. After the small
group work is complete, the instructor can bring
students back together as a class and call on students
to evaluate sources. (When doing this, we find it useful
to display the master PowerPoint slideshow used to
create the Source Deck. Each card is numbered, which
allows you to show the Source Card slide under
discussion for the entire class.)

Know Which Source is Best When – Timeline Exercise

1.

ACRL Frame: Information Creation as a Process

Students often choose topics related to recent events,
but do not realize that relevant material from the past exists and
can be useful. In addition, they will often reject some sources
out of hand, even though there is an appropriate use for
everything. The Timeline exercise helps students determine
which type of source best fits their present information need.
The activity helps students visualize how a topic or event can
be placed within an appropriate research context while allowing
them to gain confidence comfortably.

2.

Learning Outcome:

1.

ACRL Frame: Scholarship as a Conversation

a.

2.

Learning Outcomes:

3.

Recognizing types of sources and their associated
purpose

Activity Instructions:
a.

b.

Working in small groups of three or four (group
size may be determined by class size, classroom
space, and other variables), you will evaluate the
sources depicted on the Source Cards (you may
distribute one or more Source Card to each
student).

3.

Working within your group, discuss your source
by answering these questions:
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a.

Match your topic with the most appropriate
sources

b.

Understand that scholarship is a conversation that
happens over time

Activity Instructions:
a.

An entire class may work together to complete
this activity, or students may work in large
groups. When working with small classes (fewer
than 12 students), we distribute the entire deck
among students. An object should be chosen to
LOEX-2015
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represent the event; this may be a chair, an object
displayed on a wall, or a piece of paper.
b.

c.

4.

Using the information on each card, students
should put their cards in chronological order.
Ferguson, our event, began on August 9, 2014.
You, or the students, should place the object
representing
Ferguson
in
the
correct
chronological place. We usually advise students
that sources with a date before Ferguson should
be lined up to the left of the Ferguson, and sources
with a date after Ferguson should be lined up to
the right.
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Depending on class size, students should be given
10 to 15 minutes to complete this exercise. As
students are placing themselves in order, the
instructor can check in with students to see if they
have placed each Source Card in the correct place.
Students often misread or misinterpret the dates in
citations, so pay particular attention to the date
accessed and publication dates.

Assessment: Using formative assessment, we are able
to observe students’ progress as they work to read and
interpret citations on the Source Cards. Once students
have placed the Source Cards in correct chronological
order, we are able to spark a class discussion by asking
students questions related to researching, topic
formulation, and appropriate sources.

CONCLUSION
The final component of the ARCS Model is
satisfaction. At the end of class sessions, students feel rewarded
for having been successful in the activities, especially because
the tasks are not particularly easy for everyone. Group
participation helps students see the complexity of information.
By closely associating the activities with a class assignment,
students carry that sense of success into their work. Using the
Source Deck, the ARCS Model, and clearly defined learning
outcomes allows us the flexibility to tailor our sessions to
course content and assignment expectations, which corresponds
with increased satisfaction. We collect anonymous feedback at
the end of each session, and although we have not yet attempted
a comprehensive assessment of student work, we have received
overwhelmingly positive feedback this year from our faculty
and students.
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